Family planning: an essential component of prenatal care.
This nation's traditional approach to improving maternal and infant health has been prenatal care. But evidence is mounting that additional progress in reducing maternal and infant morbidity and mortality will depend, at least in part, on the care that a woman receives before she conceives. The studies reviewed in this paper indicate that increasing the interval between deliveries and preventing or delaying pregnancies among women at high risk could lower the rate of low birthweight (LBW). Since reducing the rate of unintended pregnancies would also reduce the number of pregnancies in women at high risk of LBW because of race, age, late or no prenatal care, and unhealthy behaviors, the prevention of unintended pregnancies would also reduce LBW. Unfortunately, prenatal care, as experienced by many women, devotes little attention to these family planning issues. Many women do not realize the importance of family planning to their own health and that of their children. Prenatal care providers should include instruction about the importance of pregnancy planning and encourage women to continue receiving health care between pregnancies. If the health of women and infants is to be improved, society must be willing to provide health services to women of reproductive age even when they are not pregnant.